REVISIONS/REPORTS
The Aztecs and the Ideology of Male Dominance June Nash
The origins of male dominance and its ideological support in human history is a cause for speculation and research. Some anthropologists assert the universality of male dominance and the subordination of females on the grounds that they occur in some contemporary societies that lack state organization or economic stratification.1 The claim is underwritten with selective cross-cultural data that ignore historical research from evolutionary or culture change studies. The origin of male dominance is also attributed to the female experience of bearing and rearing children.2 The opposition of nature to culture as female to male, derived from Levi-Strauss's paradigm, is attributed to all cultures and times.3 Since many social scientists are turning to anthropologists for an answer to the question of the origin of female subordination, it is important to correct these ahistorical assumptions. With the revisions that modern ethnohistorical and ethnographic studies have brought to the work of Lewis Henry Morgan and Sir Henry Maine,4 we can identify historical instances of the parallel development of patriarchal authority.
By a comparative analysis of such processes, we can analyze the conditions that give rise to hierarchy and the ideology that validates sexually differential access to power.
The history of the Aztecs provides an example of the transformation from a kinship-based society with a minimum of status differentiation to a class-structured empire. By tracing the changes in the aboriginal New World state, we can point to the interrelationship between male specialization in warfare, predatory conquest, a state bureaucracy based on patrilineal nobility supported by an ideology of male dominance, and the differential access to its benefits between men and women. The information is based on Bernardino de Sahagun's Historia genera cosas de Nueva Espana written in the sixteenth century, Fray Di ran's The Aztecs: The History of the Indies of New Spain, Alonso de Zu Breve y sumaria relacion de los senores y maneras y diferencias que habi en Nueva Espana, the four surviving codices of the Aztecs, and th ous secondary sources cited throughout the text.5 In the Aztec o pictographic tradition, myth and history are intertwined. No attem be made to separate these, but, rather, to derive from both myth the major themes on which Aztec society was based. In the conte these themes, I suggest, an event may have been important, alth never happened, as long as people behaved as though it had.
The constant diminution in the power of women can be seen 3. Rosaldo and Lamphere and Ortner in Woman, Culture and Society rela Strauss's proposition of the "universal asymmetries in actual activities and cultur tions of men and women" to an assumed universal structural opposition between and public spheres. This imposition of aJudeo-Christian principle on the rest of is an example of the ethnocentrism Sir Henry Maine pointed to over a century publication of Ancient Law (London: J. Murray, 1861). He stated that the the patriarchal authority was the primeval basis for the human race was simply a d from the scriptural history of Hebrew patriarchs. Shortly after the Aztecs arrived in Chapultepec, the present site the park on the outskirts of Mexico City, the Aztecs asked the chief of Culhuacans, Coxcox, for his daughter in marriage to their chief. Accor ing to the Ramirez codex, the god Huitzilopochtli declared that sh should be sacrificed. Her father was invited to the wedding party but appalled when he went into the chamber and found the priest dressed his daughter's skin. The motive for the sacrifice, according to the code was to create a goddess of discord, or war, called Toci. The deep motive might have been an attempt both to assert and validate the com bative stance of the Aztecs in the heavily populated valley where they had chosen to live. At another level, it was an assertion of control and dominance over the women whom they took in marriage from the neighboring kingdoms. Whatever the latent motives were, the slaying of the princess aroused the hostility of the Culhuacans, and the Aztecs were forced to leave their settlement in Chapultepec. However, over a century the early years of residence in Chapultepec, the calpul, or territorially based kinship group, provided the basis for governance in a council of elders who elected a chief in charge of war and another in charge of civil and religious acts.8 The corporate ownership of land by the calpul, with redistribution in accord with the needs of each family, seemed to ensure egalitarian relations. At least by rough indices, women had equal rights in the law and in the economy. Men as well as women were punished by death for adultery, according to the Codex Mendocino.9 Women were active producers as well as vendors. They possessed property and rights within the calpul organization. They were curers as well as priestesses. It is more than likely that matrilineal descent characterized the Toltecs and possibly early Aztec society. Soustelle, drawing information from Sahagun and the codices, states that, "in former times, women had the supreme power in Tula," and in the beginning of the Aztec dynasty, the royal blood ran through the female line.10 The change to male dominance is alluded to in the Codex Florentine. There, the father is referred to as "the source of the lineage, who is administrator, who rears and teaches others, lives a model life, stores up for others and cares for his assets." Mother, on the other hand, "has children and suckles them." She, too, is sincere, and diligent, but also "vigilant, agile, energetic in work, watchful, solicitous and full of anxiety." She teaches people, but also "serves others" and is "apprehensive for their welfare, careful, thrifty, and constantly at work." However, when we look at the ideal great grandmother, she is said to be "the founder, the beginner of her lineage," whereas there is no such designation for great grandfather. signs of battle or abandonment.12 Toltec women appear to h pated in warfare at least up until the eleventh century. Codex13 includes a story dating from about 1038 of th Guerillera" which tells of a woman who entered into combat for her father's realm ( fig. 1) . Counseled by the priests to defend her right the throne, she went to the town of her fiance and was wed. As the p carried her in the wedding march, she was insulted by enemies of h father. Indignant, she returned to the town, and another priest urg her to revenge herself. She led a party of warriors that took the m prisoners. She had the sweet revenge of watching the sacrifice of t victims as their hearts were torn from their breasts. Then, in the Sp interpretation of the Selden Codex, she and the prince were able "to happily ever after." Ixtlilxochitl, an Aztec historian born in the ear years of the conquest and educated by Spanish priests, tells how in battle of the armies of Topiltzin in 1008 "many Tultec [sic] wom fought violently helping their husbands, dying and finally all were k old people and servants, women and children."14 Toltec women, livi in the kingdom of Culhuacan, were the preferred wives of Aztec lead and provided them with their first king, Acamapichtli. They were sa have "civilized" the Aztecs, and they surely must have had a profou effect on the customs of the tribe.
At the time Tenochtitlan was established in 1345, leadership of the tribe was still determined by the council of elders of the calpul. Four officials in the council exercised executive authority as judges, executioners, and mediators between civil and military chiefs. The supreme leader, tlacutlo, was chosen from among them. He was called the "father and mother of the people." His vice emperor occupied the position of "Snake Woman," or Cihuacoatl, an important goddess. Terminological reference to females at the highest levels, although the posts were occupied by men, suggests that women may have played leading political roles before the state was centralized.
As the Aztecs aligned themselves in the military combat between Xochimilco and Texcoco, a royal lineage emerged, a single dynasty providing the leaders of the military and bureaucracy. The Aztecs learned the skills of warfare from the Culhuacan and Tepanec armies, which they joined as mercenaries when they fought with Coxcox of Texcoco against Xochimilco and became partners in the booty of war. The desire for a strong ruler led to the election of a nat Acamapichtli, Itzcoatl, who had already shown courage in statesmanship. The choice reinforced the right of the rulin practice polygamy, which in itself weakened the role of wo royal families since their sons were not guaranteed successio past.
During Itzcoatl's reign from 1429-40, the Aztecs emerged as a predatory militaristic state on their own. He was ably abetted by his nephew, the military chief, Tlacaelel. Shortly after Itzcoatl became ruler, the Aztecs shifted their alliance from the Tepanecs to the Acolhua of Texcoco, who then helped them defeat the Tepanecs. With this victory, the Aztecs acquired lands, which they redistributed among the members of the royal lineage, with special allotments to those who had fought in the war. War leaders and chiefs in the bureaucracy received products of the lands tilled for them by prisoners, or mayeques, taken in battle. The military chief established rights to titles for those who showed valor in combat, but all those who received titles were brothers and nephews of the king.
An important structural change came in the wake of the victory over the Tepanecs. The succession of a ruler was determined by four lords of the royal lineage, whose choice was restricted to siblings or male descendants of the king. It was at this point that an agnatic royal lineage can be said to have been established.15 This institutionalization of the royal dynasty in title, land, and tribute labor marked the final break with the democratic calpul. The control over land shifted to the royal lineage, and the parasitic economy of war took priority over the productive economy of the macehuales, or commoners, who tilled the land and produced craft goods.
The division of labor by sex had been well established by the late fifteenth century. The codices show men teaching boys to fish, cultivate, and work metal and women teaching girls to weave, tend babies, and While women did not seem to be losing their importance in the domestic economy during the rise of the military dynasty, they were not becoming a part of the new predatory economy of war and tribute. We can only guess the reason for this, but the effect was to reinforce the specialization by men in those pursuits. In the late Aztec period, just before the conquest, Soustelle describes that at birth boys were given a shield with four arrows. The midwife prayed that they might be courageous warriors. They were presented four times to the sun and told of the uncertainties of life and the need to go to war. Girls, on the other hand, were given spindles and shuttles as a symbol of their future dedication to homely tasks. While both boys and girls were admitted to the calmecac, or training school for the priesthood and bureaucracy, the telpochcalli, or training school for the military was reserved for boys. Here, physical work for the community was stressed. Moral discipline was lax, and after school, the boys repaired to the "house of singing and revelry" and were encouraged to indulge in sex. In the youth houses dedicated to war, boys entered a ranked hierarchy: one who had taken a prisoner in war received a share of the tribute and gained entry as commander in the war councils. The various levels of privilege were given public recognition after a victorious war when booty was dis- As men became specialists in warfare, women became the booty to be shared by the victors. Why this happened we can only surmise from the fact that the Aztec warlords recognized the sexual needs of men cut off from their wives and lovers. When the Aztecs dominated the other cities of the plateau and brought them into the empire as tribute-paying subjects, the soldiers seized the women of the conquered cities at will. This was one of the most common complaints the Spaniards heard from the people as they marched inland from Cempoali to Tlatelolco.20 Aztec barracks were provided with brothels where captive women were made available to the conquering heroes.
The licensed immorality of the soldiers and the destructiveness of the predatory wars created enemies at home as well as abroad. There is some evidence that women protested the devastation of wars and the loss of their husbands and male children. They deplored the festivities for the deadly destiny of the young warriors, although often they did not dare do much more than cry for the many sacrificial victims.21 Duran described the ceremonies of mourning when their husbands left for war. 22 In a society which glorified the soldier who died in battle and proclaimed his immortal glory, these mourning rites might well be taken for resistance and defiance. This in itself is tentative reasoning, since such rituals can also be interpreted as a means of siphoning off dis- It was during Itzcoatl's reign that history, and the ideology that w drawn from it, was reorganized to conform to the changing social stru ture. Itzcoatl destroyed all the painted documents. Recent reinterpretations of the Aztec and Spanish sources suggest that he commissioned the rewriting of a mythology that validated the wars of conquest. 24 In this mythic reconstruction, we can see even more clearly the thrust of the military elite that dominated Aztec society toward legitimizing the predatory conquests. The term "flowery wars" was applied to the battles carried out to acquire the hearts of captives for ritual the sun and keeping it in motion. These wars justified th conquests in search of tribute and loot.
Theological doctrines paralleled the structural changes in ciety. First, there was the emergence of a single god at t hierarchy of male gods, and second, the eclipse of female d to fertility, nourishment, and the agricultural complex. The not die out but persisted as the major figures in the wo submerged macehuales. The first trend can be seen in that t hierarchy of the gods mirrored the royal council of Tenoch catlipoca, the Culhuacan god of war, was at the apex of four encompassed the Aztec tribal god, Huitzilopochtli; the Cu Quetzalcoatl, who was his rival in the myths of the Tula; and Totec, the Zapotec sacrificial victim. Huitzilopochtli was said sen the Mexica for a great mission to bring together all the the service of the sun. By rationalizing the conquests in the feeding the sun with the hearts of slain captives, he trie predatory combat. As Erdheim points out, in the flower neighboring city states, the military elite not only tried to thesis but also gained a mechanism of selection for leadersh tige in the military ranks.
In their sacrificial ceremonies, the Aztecs acted out this i they drenched the sun stone with blood, they glorified the dominance. There is some evidence of the resistance of some of the tlamatini, or intellectuals, to the transformation of the central hier of gods and the replacement of the genitor and genetrix gods Tezcatlipoca. Some continued to believe in the Lord and Lady of ity, Ometecuhtli and Omecihuatl. The early deities seemed to cap the balanced oppositions of life and death, light and dark, as w masculine and feminine, in androgynous representations. Recent st of the mural of Tlaloc, found in the pyramids of Teotihuacan,25 ind that this representation may have been an androgynous or even fem deity. Coatlicue, the "Lady of the Snaky Skirt" (see figs. 3 and 4 seems to encompass these dualities, and the art critic, Fernandez, g strong evidence that it is an androgynous icon.26 Although Coatlicu referred to as the mother of Huitzilopochtli, she did not share resid in the principal temples built in Tenochtitlan in the latter part of fifteenth century. The principle of complementarity between the s seemed to be dying out as sex antagonism grew in the course of subordination of female deities was specific as to class and was correlated with male dominance in the elite ranks of the military, priesthood, and bureaucracy. While we cannot assert that there is a direct relation between status of females in the temporal and supernatural world, the class differences in the projection of gods and goddesses parallels the changes that we can see in the other institutions of Aztec society. The hegemony of the nobility and the military came to a peak in the reign of Montezuma I, A.D. 1440. The leaders of the calpul no longer had power in state affairs. The free lands of the macehuales were encroached upon by the elite, and debt peonage increased. Plebians participated less and less frequently in state feasts and ceremonies. In the latter days of the empire, the nobility literally began to "consume" the macehuales. Padden accepts the testimony of those who said that Montezuma fattened up young boys and served the sacrificial victims with squash to his lords and priests.28
In a period of less than three centuries, Aztec social structure was transformed from the egalitarian traditions of a wandering tribe to those of a predatory empire. Although women retained an important productive role in crafts, agriculture, and trade, their inability to enter the military and bureaucracy because of sex specialization in these activities meant that they did not have access to the new streams of wealth and prestige. The Aztecs never succeeded in consolidating the state under 28. Ibid., p. 98.
